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10 WAYS TO 
USE STORY IN THE 
CLASSROOM 


Introduction 


May 2023 


This is a book of little ideas 
that may result in meaningful connections. 


It’s about the people. 


It’s about your students. 
It’s about the story. 


“10 ways to use story in the classroom” 


Are you ready? 
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#1 Share a personal story 


You knew that | would start here, right? 
Human beings are fascinated by other human beings. And although you may not realize it, your 


students are fascinated by you — their teacher. You and your stories provide one of the most 
powerful and compelling language resources that your students will ever meet. 


Isn't it a bit uncommunicative not to share them? 


But wait! With great power comes great responsibility. We have to keep it under control. Start 
small. Look for short bite-sized stories that are unremarkable yet meaningful. 


Here is an example of a story that | prepared earlier. 


+ 


4 


Jamie’s big London disappointment 


When | was seven years old, my mum took me to London. This was my very first trip to the 
capital and | was really excited about it. On the train from Edinburgh, we made a list of 


things we were going to do: 


e Go to Madame Tussauds wax museum. 
e Go and see the Egyptian mommies at the British Museum. 
e Go and see Superman 2 at the cinema (It had just come out and wasn't available in 


Scotland.) 
e Go to the Tower of London where people used to get their heads cut off. 


But the thing that | was looking forward to most of all was not on the list. What | wanted to 
do more than anything was to go on the London Underground. 


Just think: TUNNELS UNDER THE GROUND!!! While everyone else was in the streets above, 
we would be moving through the earth below. 


po 
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But would it be dangerous? How would we get down there? Would we have to wear 
special helmets with torches? There was a part of me that didn’t really believe that a 
London Underground was possible. Did it really exist? 


It did exist, of course. But not in the way that | had imagined. 
“What did you expect?” my mum asked. 
“| expected to see more out of the window.” 


“But we were underground. What could you possibly expect to see out of the window of an 
underground train?” 


| didn’t say anything. | knew that my mum was right. | didn’t tell her that | had been 
expecting to see: 


e Giant worms 

e Dinosaur fossils 

e Stalagmites, stalactites, and other incredible shapes in the rock 
e Molten lava 

e Buried treasure 


About teacher-led storytelling 


> Teacher-led storytelling is not about increasing teacher talk time. It is about making use 
of short embodied texts to engage students and get them doing stuff. (Listening, thinking, 
speaking, reading, writing, problem solving, language learning and telling stories of their 
own.) 


> Teacher-led storytelling is not teacher centred (or at least it shouldn't be). A story can be 
used to foster community in the classroom. It can strengthen interpersonal relationships in 
the group. It can build rapport and curiosity. If students are engaged, they will be 
experiencing their own story within the story. Of all the texts that we can use in the 
language classroom, stories are the most interactive. 


> Teacher-led storytelling requires one mouth and two ears. It does not necessarily require 
charismatic performances — the type you would expect from presenters, standup 
comedians or storytelling uncles. Everyone is a conversational storyteller. 


> Teacher-led storytelling does not require spontaneous, improvised performances. Stories 
can be developed. We can take time to plan and prepare them and later reflect on our 
performances. We can work with a story as we would work with any text (pre-teach 
language from it, for example). Ultimately, your stories may become your best lesson plans. 
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#2 Start small 


| have unforgettable memory — a memory from my school days. 
Every week day at exactly 7.45am, | would hear a voice coming from downstairs: 


Jamie! It’s a quarter to eight. Are you up yet? 


Are you up yet? 


Are you up yet? 


Jamie, are you up yet? 


Z 
ae 


It’s strange. All over the world, English teachers teach the phrasal verb “to get up”. 
But what about “to be up”. | have never seen that phrase in a course book or learner’s grammar. 


In this context, the meaning is found in the word “up”: 


Up = not in bed / out of bed 


| have used this story many times in the classroom. It provides a nice contextualised introduction 
to phrasal verbs. 


As teachers, our stories are tools. We can use them to teach language, create contexts and set 
up communicative tasks. 
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#3 Collect your stories 


Good stories are gold. Don't lose them. 


Use a note app such as Evernote or Google Keep to store and organise your stories. 


Each time you recall a story, open the app, give it a title, and write a few notes to summarize it. 


You can also tag your stories according to your life and what you want to do with them. Here are 
some of my tags: 


#misunderstandings 


#languagelearning 


Evernote @ 


#french g Notes Organizer, Daily Planner 
#spanish Evernote 


#english 
#schooldays 
#coincidences 
#grammar 
#teaching 
#family 


kkkkk 4.6, 24.9K Rating 


Free - Offers In-App Purchases 


Google Keep - Notes and lists 
Notes and lists 
Google LLC 


#55 in Productivity 
kkhh 3.5 e 3.5K Ratings 


Free 


Here are some of my stories, condensed into a single line: 


e The time | got bitten by a little vicious dog and then got called a liar 


The story about my driving instructor and his obsession with hedgehogs 

The story of a teacher friend of mine who was paid in cash and foolishly thought that his 
freezer would be a good place to hide the money (it wasn't) 

A misunderstanding that | had with my own mother as a result of a Scottish homophone 
My big London disappointment 

A story about a mini success that | had when learning French at school which turned out to be 
a failure in disguise 

My invisible cake mistake 

The time | failed at paraphrasing but won the banter 

Frankie 1, students O 

The story of Monty my grass snake 
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#4 Ask students to share their weekend stories 


What did you do at the weekend? 


Good teachers recognise the potential in this question. They know that it is an opportunity for 
something authentic. 


The morning after the weekend is a time to get to know your students and get them using 
language to say something real. 


But it doesn’t always go according to plan. If your students are like mine, they will often answer 
the question with single short sentences. Or a single word! 


Q: What did to at the weekend? 


A: | went to the cinema. 
A: | went out with my friends. 
A: Nothing! 


Try changing your routine. Instead of asking students what they did at the weekend, ask them: 


Does anyone have a weekend story to share? 


OK, we both know that this question will be met with silence. So start by sharing one of your 
own — something time sensitive, unremarkable and yet meaningful. Something like this: 


S 


So, | told you that | was looking for a dog, right? | think | told you that | would like to get an 
Alsatian. | love Alsatians. Anyway, on Saturday, | went to the dog rescue centre to see if 
they have any Alsatians. They didn't. 

However, they did have a scruffy little mongrel. And it was so cute. | can’t stop thinking 
about it. And now | am thinking that perhaps | should go back to the rescue centre to get the 
scruffy little mongrel before someone else does. Or perhaps | should wait for an Alsatian? 


A real weekend story from a teacher called Rosie 


Pai 
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This is an example of a dilemma story. Dilemma stories are particularly valuable because they 
are immediately interactive. Who wouldn't want to give advice in this case? 


Now it’s over to your students. Do they have a weekend story to share? l'Il bet they don't. So let’s 
resort back to the original question: “So, what did you do at the weekend?” 


But don't give up. Lead by example every week. Share your own weekend story in an attempt to 
get one from your students. And after a while ...... 


... who knows? You might just hear something special! 


x 


How personal should we go? 


Language is a funny subject. It requires setting up tasks and creating situations in which 
students talk about their lives, their experiences, and their opinions. In order to learn a 
language, you have to share your stories. 


And this poses a problem to us as teachers. Because if we expect students to disclose 
information about themselves, it would be unfair not to lead by example. So how personal 
should we go? 


Some teachers will feel awkward or uneasy about disclosing personal information. And if 
that applies to you, | would not want to persuade you otherwise. And | most definitely 
wouldn't try to encourage any teacher to get as personal as | do. 


But there are always possibilities for showing students that you are human without giving 
away too much. 


| remember an old history teacher who did everything she could not to disclose anything 
about her life. It caused us — her students — to become so curious that one of my classmates 
actually went through her coat pockets at break. He was so desperate to find out something 
about her — anything at all! Even a bus ticket would have given us a clue about who she 
was. 


Don't drive your students to such depravity! 


e 
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#5 Reconsider comprehension 


In language teaching, we often think of comprehension as something that is right or wrong. 
Students either get it or they don’t. And that’s why we have to test them on it! 


Of course, this is a gross misrepresentation of what comprehension is. 


Comprehension is making meaning. And meaning is personal. 


Let me give you an example. Here is a story for you with some comprehension questions that 
you can later put to your students. 


Frankie 1, students O 


What is it about teenagers and practical jokes? When | was at school, we used to think 
that it was funny to leave notes on our teachers’ desks. We would wait for the teacher to 
notice the piece of paper, pick it up, examine it, unfold it and read it. We would then wait 
in anticipation for a reaction. 


The best note we ever left was this: There is a piece of cheese on the classroom ceiling. 


Of course the reaction that we expected was for the teacher to look up at the ceiling and 
try to see the fictitious piece of cheese. At that moment, everyone would have to do their 
best not to laugh. Laughing would demonstrate that you were involved in the joke. And 

you wouldn't want that, would you? 


| don’t remember how many teachers we played the joke on. But l'Il never forget the day 
we left the note on the desk of Mr Francis, our cool history teacher. The lesson was almost 
over and we were starting to think that Frankie was not going to see the note. But then he 
did. He hesitated for a moment and then, very slowly, opened it. 


There was a silence. His eyes stayed fixed on the paper. Then he walked over to the 
corner of the room and dropped the note in the bin. He returned to us and said, as calmly 
as possible, “Of course there is — | put it there.” 


We all looked up. 
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Now here are 8 comprehension questions: 


1. Did you think about somebody that you know/used to know? 


Perhaps you thought back to a teacher that you had when you were at school. Or perhaps 
you thought about one of your students who is a bit of a practical joker. 


2. Did you judge me? 


Teenagers don’t always make teachers’ lives easy. Perhaps you thought: “Jamie was just a 
typical teenager!” 


3. Did you bring yourself into the story? 


For example, maybe you put yourself into Frankie's shoes and considered how you would 
deal with this situation. 


4. Did you visualise? 

I'm sure you did. You probably constructed mental images of the classroom. Or maybe you 
created an image of Frankie. Or you pictured me as a teenager. Perhaps you imagined a 
piece of cheese of the classroom ceiling. What was it? Cheddar? Edam? Gouda? Brie? 


5. Did you make any predictions? 


Making predications is a standard way of interacting with a story. Even if you just 
wondered where the story was going at any point, that is predicting. 


6. Did you ask any other questions? 

Think of all the questions that you could have asked: Did the event take place in Scotland? 
What kind of school did Jamie go to? Is this a true story? How could you stick a piece of 
cheese to the ceiling? Sellotape? Staples? Glue? 

7. Did you find a story of your own in my story? 

As you listened to my story, did you recall an experience of your own? For example, did you 
remember a time when you played a practical joke on your teacher. Or perhaps a time 
when your students played a practical joke on you? 

8. Did you learn anything from my story? 

Perhaps you found a moral. Perhaps you came to understand the importance of sharing 


intelligence (of the information type) in the staff room. Years later, | suspect that that’s how 
Frankie was able to deal with the situation in the way that he did. 
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The consumption of a story is never a passive process. We interact with it and make our own 
meaning. We deconstruct and reconstruct plots and storylines. We make predictions and ask 
questions. We personalize and adopt experiences as if they were our own. We visualize and 
create mental images. We look for meaning and interpret symbols. We judge protagonists and 
evaluate their decisions. We identify with characters and form bonds with them. We put 
ourselves into the story. We find our own stories within the story. 


There is never just one story. We may read the same book, watch the same film, or listen to the 
same podcast. But the meaning that each of us creates will be remarkably different. 


Comprehension is so much more than right or wrong. 


#6 Use stories to introduce topics 


Course books seem to be obsessed with topics. But topics alone aren’t enough to motivate 
students to get them talking. 


If you want to engage students, get them curious, and motivate them to talk, you need a story. 


As teachers, we intuitively know this. That’s why we feel the need to turn to sites like YouTube to 
find videos to introduce the topics that we are required to work with. 


@ Stop! 


Next time you find yourself looking for a video to introduce a topic, consider whether or not you 
might have a story of your own — a short, interactive personal anecdote to share. 


Surely a two-minute story from the teacher is more meaningful than a two-minute video from 
YouTube. 


#7 Contextualise authentic materials 


Imagine this: you have a short YouTube video that you want to use in class. 


The video involves a father and his little girl. It's feeding time and things aren’t quite going 
according to plan. 


On the next page, you will find two possible ways to introduce the video. Which one do you think 
will provide a better experience for your students? 
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Approach one 

I'm going to show you a video. Are you ready? 

[Teacher plays video and pauses it after 24 seconds.] 

OK, now get into pairs. Let’s see if you can guess what happens next. What does the father 


do to try to get his baby to eat? | want you to work with your partner and think of three 
possible outcomes. And write them down. Let's see if anyone can guess what happens. 


Approach two 
Hello students. How are you today? Excellent. 


I've told you about my brother, right? Do you remember that | told you about his big life 
change? That's right — he has become a father. 


Anyway, a couple of days ago, he sent me a YouTube video. It involves a father and his 
little daughter. 


| think that the video is quite funny and so does my brother. The thing is that his wife 
disagrees. She thinks that the video is not funny. 


I'm going to show you the video and you can tell me what you think OK? 
[Teacher plays video and pauses it after 24 seconds.] 
OK, now get into pairs. Let’s see if you can guess what happens next. What does the father 


do to try to get his baby to eat? | want you to work with your partner and think of three 
possible outcomes. And write them down. Let’s see if anyone can guess what happens. 


> Your baby won't eat? 


Video on YouTube: https:/Awww.youtube.com/watch?v=9ix7 HNbn3Ac 


eo 
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So, which of the two approaches did you prefer? | am going to guess that you went for the 
second approach. | hope you did! 


As the curator of authentic materials for the classroom, it is the teacher's job to contextualise 
them for your students. In the second example on the previous page, | shared my own story of 
the material — something that is often forgotten. If it’s a video, tell students how you found it or 
how it found you. It doesn’t have to be any more complicated than that. 


By sharing our own connections with the material, we create the optimal conditions for students 
to make connections of their own. 


#8 Set up video tasks 


If we want to encourage students to share stories, video cameras can be our best friend. Here is 
a basic format that | use a lot: 


The teacher creates a short video to model a storytelling task (see example below). 
The teacher shows students the video and describes the preparation process behind it. 
Students prepare their story. 

At home, students capture their storytelling performance on video. 

Students watch each other's videos and offer feedback. 


ORWNP 


> pI ù (0:0071:07 - intro > 


Doris and the raspberries 


Jamie Keddie = 
35 Shi =+ Si 
$ 3.94K subscribers È subscribe } as) q} A are ave 


e Example task: Describe a funny animal video from YouTube, Instagram or TikTok. 
But don't tell us what the animal is! 
e Model video: https:/www.youtube.com/watch?v=198CwdA9rrs 
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#9 Use story pathways 


A story pathway is a list of key words or phrases that students will meet when they hear a story. 
The items are presented in chronological order. Here is an example: 


x 


e A wildlife photograph 

e A brilliant green leaf 

e Little glass balls 

e A tiny creature 

e Safe and protected 

e At peace with the world 

e Sad and lonely 

e Anxious and worried 

e The state of the planet 

e Raindrops keep falling on my head (Song) 


This story is from a picture-telling activity in the LessonStream Membership. 


In a picture-telling activity, the teacher starts with an image in hand. It can be displayed on a 
mobile device or in a book, for example. It is important that students cannot see the image but 
know that it is there. The teacher then communicates the narrative of the image as a storyteller 
would. 


So, I’m looking at a wildlife photograph 

A close-up of a brilliant green leaf 

Covered with raindrops 

Like little glass balls 

Inside one of the raindrops, there is a tiny creature 
It looks quite happy, chilling out in its raindrop 
Maybe it feels safe and protected 

At peace with the world 

Or maybe not? 

Perhaps it feels sad and lonely 

Anxious and worried about the state of the planet 
| wonder how it got in there 

Did it crawl in? 

Or did the raindrop fall on its head? 

| wonder how long it can stay there 

How long does it have before the raindrop dries up? 
Can you guess what the creature is? 
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To see the image, click here: https://bit.ly/2XDiVEb 


Reasons for using story pathways: 


1. 


2 


w 


4. 


They allow us to present any unknown or potentially confusing words and phrases before 
students hear the story. 

They provide students with a sort of linguistic map of where you are going to take them. 
They help to support student comprehension. 

They provide you — the teacher — with a prompt. You can refer to the story pathway when you 
tell the story. 

They are good for retelling tasks — students can refer to the pathway when they reconstruct 
the text. 
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#10 Use storytelling gap fills 


This is a great interactive technique for getting students involved in the language of a story text. 


Let me give you an example. 


i roken glass 
1. Write these phrases on the board lots of pieces of b g 
or screen. 
| ashe | closed and locked 


2. Now tell students the story below. 
Pause when you reach the phases in 
bold. Put your hand over to mouth to 
indicate that there is a gap to be filled. 
Students should try to fill the gap with 


the correct phrase on the board. , 
a railway track 


Romeo and Juliet are dead. 

They are lying on the floor, in a bedroom. 

The floor is very wet and Romeo and Juliet are surrounded by lots of pieces of broken 
glass. 

Above them there is a shelf. 

There is no one in the house and all of the doors and windows are closed and locked. 
The house is next to a railway track. 

Can you explain what happened? 


3. Repeat this two or three times until you are confident that students have managed to 
construct an image of the scene in in their mind’s eye. 


4. Ask students to work out why Romeo and Juliet are dead. Invite them to ask you closed 
questions in an attempt to do this. The answer is in the box! 


A train went past the house 
And the vibrations made the fishbowl fall off the shelf 
It landed on the floor and it smashed 


And, of course, as we all know, fish can’t survive out of water 
So, Romeo and Juliet died 
Romeo and Juliet are goldfish 
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| hope you enjoyed this! 


All of the ideas come from the LessonStream Story Course. 


Lesson Steam (2 
Story Course 


Q fj O 
Develop your 


Make your students storytelling skills 
love your lessons 


(even more!) Take away teaching ideas 


On the course, you will: 


e learn to use story to engage your students and get them thinking, speaking, collaborating, 
reading, writing, problem solving and language learning. 

e take away story-based teaching ideas and lesson plans for your classroom. 

e develop your storytelling skills and confidence, and help your students do the same. 


To access the course, all you have to do is join the LessonStream Membership. 


To find out more about the course: 
https://lessonstream.com/lessonstream-story-course/ 


To become a LessonStream member: 
https://membership.lessonstream.com/ 


Any questions? Drop me a line at: jamie@lessonstream.com 
Thank you! 
Jamie :) 
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